Physical activity parenting practices in Ireland: a qualitative analysis by Sohun, Rhoda et al.
1 
 
Physical activity parenting practices in Ireland: A qualitative analysis 1 
Rhoda Sohunab*  Ann MacPhaila  MacDonncha, Cab 2 
aDepartment of Physical Education and Sport Sciences, University of Limerick, Ireland, V94 3 
T9PX 4 
 bHealth Research Institute, University of Limerick, Ireland  5 
  6 
2 
 
Physical activity parenting practices in Ireland: A qualitative analysis  7 
Worldwide, children do not meet the recommended guidelines for physical activity (PA) and 8 
a unified approach is required to increase children’s engagement in PA.  Parents, are 9 
increasingly regarded as playing a key role in children’s PA behaviours.  Physical activity 10 
parenting (PAP) is growing as a research field and refers to parental behaviours intended to 11 
influence children’s investment in PA.  Using the perspectives of both parent and child, this 12 
research aims to identify PAP practices (positive and negative) engaged by Irish parents and 13 
to examine how PAP is embedded within a socioecological context.  A purposive sample of 14 
116 families in Ireland were included in the study. Families were stratified by social class, 15 
location, and family structure.  Parents and children were interviewed and a secondary 16 
analysis of the interview data was completed.  The integrated model of physical activity 17 
parenting (Davison et al., 2013) and a PAP conceptual framework (Mâsse et al., 2017) guided 18 
data analysis to identify and understand parenting practices that influence children’s PA 19 
behaviour.  Data was deductively analysed and key findings indicated that PAP practices of 20 
encouragement, involvement, and facilitation were positively associated with children’s 21 
engagement in structured sport activities. Co-participation was positively associated with 22 
children’s participation in unstructured PA.  Mothers and fathers differed in their PA roles, 23 
with fathers engaged to a greater extent in involvement parental practices.   Children from 24 
middle and higher socio-economic class families participated in a greater repertoire of 25 
structured PA and benefited from  a greater diversity of PAP practices. Family context (social 26 
class, structure, size), community resources and organisational factors mediated the presence 27 
of PAP practices.  Parents’ PA attributes and parents perceptions of PA attributes were less 28 
important influencers.  Successful and effective engagement of parents in PA interventions is 29 
dependent on consideration of the various social contexts that are embedded in families.   30 
Keywords: physical activity parenting; physical activity, sport, children, social context 31 
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Introduction  34 
Amidst a backdrop of low physical activity (PA) participation rates in children worldwide 35 
(Tremblay et al., 2016), there is now a necessity more than ever for a unified approach from 36 
multiple sectors to increase children’s engagement in PA.  Despite various Irish public health 37 
campaigns to engage children in PA (e.g., Get Ireland Active, 2016; The Active School Flag), 38 
Irish children’s activity levels are lower than the recommended international PA guidelines 39 
for youth (World Health Organisation, 2018; Growing Up in Ireland (GUI), 2018).  PA 40 
participation rates range from 25% of Irish 9-year olds meeting the recommended 60 minutes 41 
of moderate intensity PA a day (GUI, 2018) to only 17% of Irish children meeting the 42 
National Physical Activity Plan Guidelines (Woods et al., 2018). 43 
Biological, environmental, psychosocial and socio-demographic factors that influence 44 
children’s participation in PA have been studied extensively.  The most consistently reported 45 
influences on children’s PA are age and gender. PA declines with age, and at all ages boys 46 
are more active than girls (Bauman et al., 2012).  Additionally, cultural traditions, living 47 
conditions, social structures and other contextual factors are identified as enablers and 48 
constraints of PA participation (Engström, 2008).  49 
Family is recognised as a major influence on young children’s PA and the relationship 50 
between the family and children’s PA engagement has been studied from various 51 
perspectives, including social class (Evans & Davies, 2006; Vincent & Maxwell, 2016; 52 
Wheeler & Green, 2014), gender (Harrington, 2006), and family configuration (Macdonald, 53 
2004).  Children’s PA experience and learning varies based on economic resources, family 54 
income and structure, locality, parental employment and working hours, and parenting 55 
practices (Dagkas, 2016).  Parents are regarded as essential agents to cultivate and facilitate 56 
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children’s engagement in both formal and informal PA opportunities (Dagkas, 2016).  An 57 
emergent research field, physical activity parenting (PAP), refers to parental behaviours 58 
intended to positively or negatively influence children’s PA (Sleddens et al., 2012).  Yao & 59 
Rhodes (2015) contend that an absence of PAP practices is consistently associated with lower 60 
levels of PA in children, signifying the crucial role that parents play in their children’s leisure 61 
time.  The discourse relating to PAP practices tends to focus on co-participation between 62 
parent and child, provision of financial and logistic supports such as PA equipment, clothing, 63 
and transportation (Davison, Jurkowski & Lawson, 2013; Wheeler & Green, 2018) as well as 64 
indirect supports (e.g. informational, emotional, appraisal) for the child’s PA (Brustad, 1993; 65 
Trost & Loprinzi, 2011).   66 
PAP practices are addressed in the literature primarily from a quantitative perspective, 67 
with smaller contributions from qualitative studies (Hutchens & Lee, 2018).  Though we are 68 
informed about the various instruments that measure PAP and the challenges associated with 69 
measurement (Sleddens et al., 2012) we are less certain about the factors that influence PAP 70 
practices (Davison et al., 2013).  Influential parental factors that promote positive PAP 71 
practices have been identified in the literature as parental nurturance (Sebire, Jago, Wood, 72 
Thomson, Zahara, & Lawlor, 2016), parents’ own PA (Beets, Cardinal & Alderman, 2010), 73 
parents’ perceived behavioural control over PAP (Rhodes et al., 2015), family income (Evans 74 
& Davies, 2006; Vincent & Ball, 2007; Wheeler & Green, 2018) and partner’s PAP 75 
(Laukkanen et al., 2018).  Furthermore, PAP is hindered by parents’ perceived importance of 76 
child’s academic performance, lack of sport facilities and PA opportunities and concerns 77 
about safety (Davison, 2009).   78 
There is an absence of both parental and child contributions in the PAP literature and 79 
inclusion of both perspectives would provide a clearer understanding of familial associations 80 
with children’s PA (Taylor, Wilson, Slater & Mohr, 2011).  While a number of specific 81 
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parental practices that support children’s PA participation have been identified (Brustad, 82 
1993; Määttä, Ray & Roos, 2014; Yao & Rhodes, 2015), further exploration of the social 83 
contexts where PAP is enabled and constrained would be useful to the PAP field of study.   84 
Therefore, the purpose of this research was to explore the extent to which PAP practices 85 
occur in Irish families and to examine how they relate to children’s engagement in structured 86 
and unstructured PA within the complex interplay of personal, social, and environmental 87 
factors.   88 
 89 
Theoretical Framework to Explore Physical Activity Parenting  90 
This research was informed by the theoretical model proposed by Davison et al., (2013) 91 
which aims to represent a holistic approach to PAP practices (Figure 1).  The model frames 92 
PAP research and proposes links between PAP dimensions, indicative of responsiveness 93 
(parent fosters PA participation of the child through warmth, autonomy support and reasoned 94 
communication), demandingness (parent forces child to meet PA demands through directive, 95 
restrictive and punitive practices and pressuring behaviours not consistent with the child’s 96 
interests) and structure (parent organises the social and  physical environment to foster 97 
competence) on children’s PA outcomes.  The model proposes that parents’ PA attributes and 98 
perceptions of themselves and their child  have a direct influence on PAP practices.  The 99 
model includes an ecological framework (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Davison, Jurkowski & 100 
Lawson, 2013) to emphasise that families are embedded within diverse contexts.  Parents’ 101 
perceptions of neighbourhood social capital (e.g. PA infrastructure and safety in the 102 
community) and PA opportunities within and outside of the school link to parental 103 
(dis)engagement in PAP practices (Davison, 2009).  The model recognises that PA policy at 104 
local and national level (e.g. Get Ireland Active, 2016) has a role to play in influencing parent 105 
PA attributes and perceptions and in turn PAP.  A life course perspective (Elder, 1994) is also 106 
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included in the model which recognises parents’ PA history.  Additional moderators outlined 107 
in the model include gender and age of parent and child, income, location, ethnicity.  108 
 109 
 110 
Figure 1. Integrated Model of Physical Activity Parenting (Davison et al., 2013) 111 
 112 
 Additionally, the PAP parenting taxonomy developed by Mâsse et al., (2017) assisted 113 
researchers with identification of PAP practices (Figure 2).   This framework, informed by 114 
Davison’s et al. (2013) theoretical model of PAP, presents PAP practices using three general 115 
parenting domains with associated PAP constructs, namely; structure (co-participation, 116 
expectations, facilitation, modeling, monitoring, restriction), autonomy support 117 
(encouragement, guided choice, involvement, praise/rewards) and neglect/control 118 





Figure 2. Categorisation of Physical Activity Parenting into Parenting Taxonomy (Mâsse et 122 
al., 2017) 123 
 124 
Method 125 
Data Source and Context 126 
The Growing Up in Ireland (GUI) study follows a nationally representative cohort of 8,586 127 
children aged 9-years of age and surveyed children, parents, teachers and school principals.  128 
The child cohort study was completed over the 2007-2008 school year.  Families were asked 129 
to indicate their interest in participating in a subsequent GUI qualitative study and 66% 130 
consented (Harris, Greene & Merriman, 2011).   A purposive sample of 158 children (and 131 
their parent/s), stratified randomly based on income, urban/rural location and family structure 132 
were selected and invited to participate in the GUI qualitative study of 9-year-old children. 133 
Of those invited, 120 families agreed to participate in the study.  For the purpose of this 134 
paper, the authors accessed the GUI child cohort qualitative data from the Irish Qualitative 135 
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Data Archive (IQDA), which is the central access point for qualitative social science data 136 
generated in or about Ireland. 137 
Unprecedented changes in Ireland’s economy, sociodemography, culture, society and 138 
value systems have occurred in Ireland since the early 1990s (Greene et al., 2010).  Families 139 
who participated in the GUI study were living in a pre-recession Ireland, characterised by 140 
high levels of economic growth and prosperity.  Family structure underwent significant 141 
change during this time-period with substantial increases in lone-parent families and more 142 
notably in female lone-parent families (Central Statistics Office, 2005).   This time period 143 
was characterised by a growth in Irish public expenditure on PA and sport (Fahy, Delaney & 144 
Gannon, 2005), and the development of organisational networks, such as the establishment of 145 
Local Sports Partnerships, and appointment of Sports Development and Games Development 146 
Officers, focused on supporting and promoting PA for children.   147 
An acknowledged limitation of the study is that data collection occurred in 2008-148 
2009, and as such it is not possible to draw direct conclusions to Irish parents of 9-year old 149 
children today.  During the last 10 years, a 2% decline in the number of Irish children and 150 
adolescents meeting the PA recommendations has been reported (Woods et al., 2018).  This 151 
is against a backdrop of the introduction and promotion of the first PA guidelines for Ireland 152 
in 2009, increased investment in sport and PA for young people (Sport Ireland, 2019), 153 
expansion of PA participation infrastructures and the introduction of Ireland’s first PA Plan 154 
in 2016.  A logical assumption is that the afore-mentioned factors should have had a positive 155 
impact on PA participation trends, however, this is not apparent.  Therefore, the data gathered 156 
in 2008 provides a valuable addition to the PAP literature, offers insights into how PAP 157 
practices and parental challenges contribute to the current PA trends, and thus may inform the 158 




Data was collected through semi-structured interviews with parents and children.  Over a four 161 
month period, each child and their parent(s) were interviewed in their family home by a 162 
trained GUI researcher. The semi-structured interviews lasted between 45 and 100 minutes 163 
for the child and approximately 30 minutes for parents (Harris, Greene & Merriman, 2011).  164 
The child interviews included a multi-method participatory approach and were conducted in 165 
the presence of another adult from the household.  Prior to the interview, children had the 166 
opportunity to express their own views, unique experiences and individual perspectives 167 
through completion of activity sheets (e.g. ‘Activities Calendar’, ‘My Passport’ and 168 
production of non-verbal data (drawings and photographs).  The GUI researcher asked the 169 
child during the semi-structured interviews to interpret the activity sheets completed prior to 170 
the interview and photographs taken of the child by the family in the previous week.   The 171 
parent was asked to contribute to the interpretation of the photographs.  The purpose of the 172 
photographic element of the study was to explore the relationship between the parent and 173 
child.  Parent and child interpretation of the non-verbal data reduced the risk of 174 
misinterpretation by the researcher.  In the case of two-parent families, both parents were 175 
invited to be interviewed together.  The child interviews explored wellness, health and 176 
physical development; emotional development; child’s relationships; growing up; family and 177 
parenting; community, neighbourhood and sense of citizenship.  The child described their 178 
participation in structured or unstructured activities on the ‘Activities Calendar’ which 179 
represented a typical week for the child.  Children were prompted to discuss their motivations 180 
for taking part in PA, to explain who facilitated their involvement in PA and to indicate the 181 
types of activities they participated in with their parents. The parent interviews explored 182 
parents’ perception of their child; parent-child relationships; perception of being a parent; 183 
family decision-making; and parental concerns and aspirations for their child. Interviews 184 
were digitally recorded and transcribed by the GUI research team. 185 
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Prior to storage in the IQDA archive, all GUI interview transcription data and visual 186 
data were anonymised according to IQDA anonymisation protocols.  The archived GUI 187 
qualitative data available for secondary data analyses by researchers external to the GUI 188 
study included anonymised versions of the full child and parent interview transcripts, 189 
interviewer field notes and activity sheets completed by the children.  The procedures and 190 
materials for the GUI study were reviewed and approved by the Longitudinal Study of 191 
Children in Ireland (NLSCI) Research Ethics Committee (Harris, Greene & Merriman, 192 
2011).   193 
Data Analysis  194 
The qualitative software package QSR NVivo (Version 11.0) was used to assist in 195 
management and classification of data.  In addition to the analysis of interview data, we 196 
reviewed two of the child activity sheets, ‘My Passport’ which elaborated on the child’s 197 
broad interests and the ‘Activities Calendar’ which detailed the child’s activities and hobbies 198 
in a typical week.  These activity sheets were examined for additional descriptions of 199 
structured and unstructured PA.  A final sample of 117 parent interviews and 117 child 200 
interviews were included in the study.  Data from three families was excluded from the 201 
analysis due to three reasons: parents’ reference to their child’s (anonymised) name did not 202 
match the child’s pseudonym on the data classification sheet, unavailability of parent or child 203 
transcripts or unavailability of child activity worksheet.  Transcripts were read line by line 204 
and the PAP conceptual framework proposed by Mâsse et al., (2017) was used to 205 
systematically code PAP behaviours to twelve possible constructs (co-participation, 206 
facilitation, expectations, modeling, monitoring, restriction, encouragement, involvement, 207 
guided choice, rewards, permissiveness and pressuring).   PAP behaviours were deductively 208 
analysed using a top down thematic approach, using the constant comparative method (Braun 209 
& Clarke, 2006).  Guided by the ‘integrated model of physical activity parenting’ (Davison et 210 
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al. 2013), PAP behaviours were subsequently mapped to the parenting domains of structure, 211 
responsiveness and demandingness.  We adopted this two-step approach in the analysis to 212 
ensure consistency in our approach to firstly, identify all instances of PAP behaviours, and 213 
secondly to recognise patterns and diversity within PAP behaviours.  The Davison et al. 214 
(2013) theoretical model was used to code parent PA attributes and perceptions.  215 
Additionally, the Davison et al. (2013) model provided a theoretical lens to analyse many 216 
socio-ecological contexts, some of which, such as policy contexts, were not specifically 217 
addressed in original data collection and therefore fall outside the scope of this paper.  218 
Instead, we focus in on the socio-ecological contexts of community (e.g. PA infrastructure, 219 
safety, social capital) and organisational factors (e.g. PA opportunities, parent work 220 
environment, job demands) for which rich data sets are available. 221 
Although parent and child interviews were analysed the parental interviews provided 222 
more complexity compared to child responses which at times were confined to single word 223 
responses with little elaboration. Nevertheless, a detailed picture of PAP, parental PA 224 
perceptions and attributes, and children’s engagement in structured and unstructured PA was 225 
established.  Analysis within the family unit (child, mother, father) and comparative analysis 226 
of participants enabled an in-depth exploration of the complexities of PAP behaviours in the 227 
presence of various social inequalities.   228 
 229 
Characteristics of Families    230 
The children were living in diverse family structures.  The majority (almost three-quarters) of 231 
the children in this study (56 girls and 61 boys) lived with both parents resident in the family 232 
home.  The children residing with one parent all lived with their mother.  Family size varied 233 
ranging from two (9 families) to seven or more (7 families).  A family size of four was most 234 
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common (46 families) followed by five family members (22 families).  Families in the study 235 
were classified by socio-economic status (SES) based on income according to the GUI child 236 
cohort study.  Thirty-four percent of families were classed as higher SES, 29% as middle SES 237 
and 37% as lower SES and included 56% of families from rural and 44% from urban 238 
locations.   239 
 240 
Findings  241 
The study found that Irish parents engaged in all twelve PAP practices identified in the PAP 242 
taxonomy (Mâsse et al., 2017), but the most prevalent practices related to the constructs of 243 
co-participation and facilitation (structure domain in integrated model), involvement and 244 
encouragement (responsiveness domain in integrated model).   This section presents PAP 245 
practices and how they relate to children’s engagement in structured and unstructured PA 246 
under two themes, ‘demonstrating a supportive infrastructure’ and ‘enactment of a supportive 247 
presence’.  Parental PA attributes, perceptions and values are presented under one heading.   248 
Demonstrating a supportive infrastructure 249 
Co-participation and facilitation were dominant PAP practices with the former principally 250 
associated with children’s unstructured PA and the latter with children’s structured organised 251 
PA/sport.  The availability of community resources was recognised as a significant enabler of 252 
children’s participation in PA, e.g. extra-curricular sport available through the school, local 253 
sports clubs, and community resources such as parks, playgrounds, and swimming pools.  254 
About three-quarters of parents co-participated in PA with their children on a weekly basis in 255 
a casual informal way, e.g. in green spaces in the immediate environs of the family home.  256 
Gender differences were noted between mothers and fathers during co-activity with mothers 257 
involved in ball related games, cycling and swimming with their sons more than with their 258 
daughters.  Walking was the most prevalent mother-daughter co-activity.  Fathers took part in 259 
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a variety of activities with both daughters and sons, such as swimming, ball activities, 260 
cycling, walking, washing the car and cutting the grass.   There was an additional emphasis 261 
on sport activities between fathers and sons e.g. hurling (traditional Irish team sport), 262 
football, rugby and golf.  Weekend activities in the majority of families were child-centred 263 
and revolved around the activities of the child or children in the family.  Family co-264 
participation in PA was a contributing factor to weekend family habits for some children, 265 
providing opportunities for parental work-life balance.  266 
Could be anything, Wednesday swimming...Friday we could be on the green [outdoor 267 
space] again, Saturday the Gaelic [traditional Irish team sport], Sunday, we always do 268 
something Saturday and Sunday…. we’re either playing football or … could be the 269 
zoo…. We’ve got a decent balance haven’t we? [Father, Case 109, Middle SES, 2 270 
resident parents, 2 children] 271 
 272 
 The majority of children participated in at least one structured, formal PA each week, outside 273 
of the school extra-curricular PA programme and it was clear that Irish parents supported 274 
their children’s involvement in such activities.  Parents referred to the significant expenditure 275 
and investment in terms of parental time, energy, family finances, transportation and a feeling 276 
that life was ‘hectic’.  Many mothers reported a feeling of being ‘constantly in the car’, and a 277 
perception that life revolved around children’s involvement in ‘games and sports’. 278 
  279 
I’d bring him to all his activities….every day what we’re going to is something like 280 
swimming, hurling, football.  I’m not doing it with him, but I’m there and I’d still be 281 
at it…..[]…His sister is four years older.  She’s in secondary (school), a lot of 282 
activities are based there, so you’re on the road all the time and trying to find time. 283 
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[Mother, Case 047, Lower SES, 2 resident parents, 1 child] 284 
 285 
You have to be involved (in child’s PA), you have to bring them there (activity 286 
venue) and bring them home and just put in the time with them and it’s hard work.  287 
[Father, Case 019, Higher SES, 2 resident parents, 2 children] 288 
 289 
Facilitation and investment was seen across all social classes groups but overall, children 290 
from middle and higher SES fractions experienced a greater repertoire of structured PA and 291 
sport which usually were available through private clubs e.g. tennis, athletics, karate, 292 
gymnastics, horseriding.  Some parents had deliberate motivations and intentions regarding 293 
their facilitation of their children in PA, noting that despite the expense, it was the parental 294 
decision ‘to pay the money’ so that their child could compete on an equal footing with peers 295 
and accrue the same ‘benefits’ as children who attend private sports clubs.  296 
 297 
We say ‘Billy, you’re getting an opportunity there to get good [tennis] coaching and 298 
good practice with good players and all that, so make the most of it.   If you don’t, fair 299 
enough, but we’re giving you the opportunity’ (F004, Higher SES, 2 parents resident, 300 
4 children) 301 
 302 
In some families, children were made aware of their parents’ expectations once membership 303 
fees were paid, with overall expectations associated to participation, rather than sport success.  304 
 305 
Every time we go to pay for the next term we ask him “what do you want to do?  Do 306 
you want to go, do you not want to go? (Be)Cause if we pay you stay”.  (Mother, 307 




The intensification of children’s engagement in PA was prevalent at the weekends.  Some 310 
parents noted differences between their own childhood PA histories that were less intense to 311 
their children’s, which for many children in the study, comprised of  multiple weekly 312 
physical activities often consisting of sport specific training and competitive matches. 313 
 314 
On Mondays I have Gaelic matches, on Tuesday I have soccer training, on 315 
Wednesday I have Gaelic, on Thursday I have tennis, on Friday I have athletics, on 316 
Saturday I have soccer and on Sunday I have soccer  [Boy, Case 063, Higher SES, 2 317 
resident parents, 2 children] 318 
 319 
Family context (number of children in family, number of parents resident in the  family 320 
home) influenced PAP in many families in the study.  Some parents experienced PAP 321 
constraints when their family included one resident parent, children of different ages and 322 
gender. Compromises were inevitably embraced, e.g. choosing two physical activities for two 323 
groups of children in a large family.  For other parents, challenges arose when children in the 324 
same family had competing PA schedules, with organised sports taking place at the same 325 
time but in different locations.  326 
 327 
It is very busy, especially if you have mixed sexes and activities and ages and they 328 
might be playing two matches in two different places on the same night [Mother, Case 329 




Other changes in family context such as, an addition of a sibling, a change in sibling’s 332 
preference for PA or a change in the parent’s work schedule modified the enactment of co-333 
participation and facilitation of some children’s engagement in PA.  334 
 335 
Yeah, we cycled to school that day, yeah on a rare day I had off [Mother, Case 077, 336 
Lower SES, 2 parents resident, 4 children] 337 
 338 
The availability of PA resources in the community (e.g. distance to travel to PA facilities) 339 
and the child’s interest in PA opportunities mediated parents’ ability to facilitate their child’s 340 
involvement in PA.   341 
 342 
We know what our shortcomings are activity wise, but then our two boys, they’re not 343 
into sports…we’ve tried to say “do you want to join rugby….soccer…GAA (Gaelic 344 
Football)’….   I think we are doing fine” [Mother, Case 058  Middle SES, 2 resident 345 
parents, 2 children] 346 
 347 
We (family) go swimming, although unfortunately we have to go to [alternative 348 
location a distance away] now to get a swim [Father, Case 066, Middle SES, 2 349 
resident parents, 4 children] 350 
Enactment of a supportive presence  351 
Parental encouragement and parental involvement were central autonomy support 352 
behaviours, enacted to differing extents by parents.  It was evident across the majority of 353 
families that children were encouraged and supported to be physically active with children 354 
indicating the instrumental role of their parents.  In some instances, there was a reliance on 355 
direct encouragement with no physical involvement of the parent, e.g. encouraging the child 356 
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to take part in PA and sport and encouraging the child to be less sedentary.  In other 357 
occasions, parental support conveyed both direct encouragement and active involvement. 358 
That is, instances where parents not only encouraged their child to be active but also 359 
undertook active involvement and interest (e.g. watching child in PA, teaching PA skills) in 360 
their child’s PA participation.  Parents enacted a supportive presence through stimulating 361 
confidence in their children’s participation in PA, supporting and persuading their children to 362 
be involved in PA at school and in the community, discussing PA contexts such as safety, 363 
challenges and choice, and permitting their child freedom to be active near the family home 364 
environs.  Through co-participation in PA, parents had opportunities to spend quality time 365 
with their children, with some fathers making reference to ‘bonding’ as a favourable 366 
outcome.  While many children from all social classes were engaged in sport from an early 367 
age, encouragement to be involved in multiple physical activities during the week was more 368 
likely in families in middle or higher social classes.   369 
We [parents] would have encouraged him [son] from the start. He was playing soccer 370 
from when he was four, hurling from when he was four or five and rugby as soon as 371 
he could. We [parents] brought him [to sports clubs] as soon as he was eligible 372 
[Father Case 004, Higher SES, 2 resident parents, 4 children] 373 
 374 
  For the majority of parents, involvement revolved around a general supportive presence at 375 
their child’s physical activities and sports.  376 
Everything we’re [parents] going to is something like swimming, hurling, football.  377 
I’m not doing it with him [son], but I’m there…. I’d still be at it.  [Mother  Case 047, 378 




There was a stronger association for fathers to have a formal role in their child’s sport club, 381 
e.g. coach, administrator or committee member.  Some fathers discussed their involvement in 382 
terms of watching sport (attending events or watching on TV), reading about sport or being 383 
able to demonstrate PA skills to their child.  Fathers embraced the ‘sport parenting role’, 384 
whereas more mothers embraced the logistics facilitative role, acting as the gate keeper of the 385 
children’s schedules and ensuring that children’s school and lifestyle commitments were met. 386 
Father: He (son) does all the boy things with me, like football 387 
Mother: You (husband) do all the sport and I do the homework [Family Case 095, 388 
Higher SES, 2 parents resident, 2 children] 389 
 390 
The capacity for parents to have a continuous supportive presence around their child’s PA 391 
was compromised by parental occupation.  Some working parents indicated that they had 392 
little time for themselves, their relationship with their partner, and at times with their 393 
children.  The duration of the working day or nature of work compromised their time to 394 
engage in PAP depending on circumstance and fluctuated depending on perceived pressures.  395 
 396 
If you work 9-5 you can come home and you can forget about it (job), but I’m self-397 
employed and I’ve got a company and I have to look after it.  With John (son) we 398 
always go down to (local activity area) playing (football) once or twice a week.  399 
There’s time where that’s John’s time and that’s it.  [Father, Higher SES, 2 parents 400 
resident, 2 children] 401 
 402 
We would like to acknowledge that the component ‘demandingness parental behaviours’ of 403 
the integrative PAP model (Davison et al., 2012), did not feature strongly in the data.  There 404 
was very little evidence to indicate that parents forced children to meet parental PA demands 405 
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or where parents pushed children to be active beyond the child’s interest.  Where pressuring 406 
behaviours were conveyed, it was the extreme to a number of supportive PAP behaviours i.e., 407 
facilitation, encouragement and involvement and was premised on the parental belief that the 408 
eventual outcome would be positive for their child. 409 
 410 
Parental Attributes, Values and Perceptions 411 
Across the diverse family types, parental discourse centred on a perception that PA and sport 412 
was of value to the child, a conduit for positive enjoyable experiences, and an opportunity for 413 
PA to improve their child’s physical, cognitive and social competencies.  Overall, children’s 414 
motivation, positive experience and interest in PA resonated with parents’ more than 415 
children’s acquisition of sporting competencies.  416 
  The Davison et al. (2013) model identifies parents’ PA (modeling) as one of several 417 
parental attributes that influence children’s PA outcomes.  About one-quarter of the parents 418 
participated in PA with some believing that their participation influenced their child’s 419 
engagement in PA.  420 
I suppose John (father) and I would both be into sports and we have always grown up 421 
with sports.  We are just sporty people so she (daughter) would have got into sports 422 
from that.  [Mother, Case 040, Higher SES, 2 resident parents, 1 child] 423 
 424 
However, there were also active children of inactive parents in the study, indicating other 425 
important mechanisms of influence, other than parental PA modeling on children’s PA.   426 
 427 
There was a belief by some higher SES fathers, that engagement of boys in sport would 428 




My main worry is that given all that (facilitating son’s engagement in sport), and as 431 
hard as you try, that he might just fall in with the wrong crowd.  He’s (son) great and 432 
he’s into all the sport now…..you just hope that it carries him through the teenage 433 
years. [Father, Case 051, Higher SES, 2 resident parents, 2 children] 434 
 435 
A small number of parents were concerned about their child’s involvement in too many 436 
physical activities and reflected on their PA parenting decisions. The environment offered a 437 
high degree of PA choices with some parents feeling forced into a ‘continuing balancing act’ 438 
of meeting their children’s desires and measuring up to perceived peer and societal 439 
expectations. 440 
 441 
These days having a big family, you have to have them in all sort of activities and 442 
keep up with this, and keep up with that person….it is very difficult financially….you 443 
want to keep up with everything [Mother, Case 096, Mid-SES, 2 parents resident, 4 444 
children] 445 
 446 
Parental perceptions of safety in the physical environment, e.g. traffic, roads,  ‘stranger 447 
danger’ and bullying, influenced parental decisions regarding their child’s freedom to be 448 
active unsupervised near the family home.  449 
 450 
We’re grand we’re in a cul de sac here, there’s a little green down the end so they 451 
(son and sibling) can be out with their friends and they’re safe enough.  [Mother, Case 452 





In our aim to understand how PAP practices are embedded in Irish families, we viewed the 456 
family as a place where family practices occur in a complex and dynamic interplay of 457 
structures involving decision making, values and priorities (Dagkas & Quarmby, 2012) which 458 
in turn are influenced by both environmental and social contexts.  In the discussion, we will 459 
endeavour to unpack how PAP practices are enabled and hindered from a socioecological 460 
perspective, where we will address social class, community, and organisational factors. 461 
The availability of PA extra-curricular, organised, out-of-school and ‘enrichment’ 462 
activities for Irish children has grown steadily in the last thirty years (Lunn & Layte 2008).  463 
Coinciding with this type of development, is a parallel growth in the social expectations on 464 
parents to regard the family home as an important site for formal and informal pedagogic 465 
practice (Smith and Haycock, 2016).  The children’s weekly PA ranged from highly 466 
structured sport participation in sports clubs to unstructured, intermittent PA with friends and 467 
family near the family home.  Across all social classes, there was a strong norm for children 468 
to take part in PA and a mirrored norm of parental support (Stefansen, Smette & Strandbu, 469 
2018).  Weekends were ‘child centred’ with children involved in organised activities, while 470 
parents assisted, transported and supervised (Wheeler, 2014).   Intraclass diversity (Irwin & 471 
Elley, 2011) was evident in the data, with children from middle to higher social class 472 
fractions associated with the most heavily organised PA schedules and greatest repertoire of 473 
activities, compared to children in the lower social class.  Supporting the social class findings 474 
of Pot, Verbeek, van der Zwan, & van Hilvoorde (2016), our findings indicate that lower 475 
social class parents do engage in PAP behaviours but the extent of their engagement is less 476 
due to their children’s participation in fewer organised physical activities.  One could 477 
attribute this to the socio-economic circumstances of the family, given that social class has 478 
been identified as the most powerful influence on a person’s life chances (Evans & Davies, 479 
2006) and therefore affects the availability of resources to that individual.   480 
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There was a belief by some middle and higher social class parents that engagement of 481 
their children in private sports clubs provides access to additional social capital, enabling 482 
their children to compete on an equal or superior standing with peers, and benefit from 483 
‘better’ coaching and ‘better’ sports practice.  Despite the challenges, pressures, and costs, 484 
parents believed that such investment in ‘enrichment activities’ (Vincent & Ball, 2007) was 485 
desirable and worthwhile and facilitated their child’s involvement in multiple physical 486 
activities during the week in a deliberate manner.  Such concerted cultivation in structured, 487 
organised PA has been described as a central tenet of middle-class parenting (Wheeler & 488 
Green, 2018).  This predisposition of middle-class parents to invest and become involved in 489 
their children’s leisure biographies in the last three decades has been linked to factors such 490 
as: changing family structure, societal pressures on parents, parental fears relating to the 491 
environment and risk of their child’s engagement in future anti-social behaviour (Wheeler & 492 
Green, 2018; Coakley, 2006).   493 
It has been argued that youth sport is attractive to parents as it offers a social context 494 
where adult coaches are in control, important cultural lessons relating to competition and 495 
working with others can be learned, schedules are predictable, children’s accomplishments 496 
can be measured and children’s status among peers can be gained (Coakley, 2006).  Middle 497 
and higher social class parents in this study had higher economic capital. This provided them 498 
with greater opportunity to invest their children earlier (Evans & Davies, 2006) in a diverse 499 
range of physical activities.  It was acknowledged by some parents that such ‘concerted 500 
cultivation’ supports their children to develop the skills and experiences necessary to be 501 
successful later in life (Simkins, Fredericks & Eccles 2015). Working class parents have been 502 
identified as less likely to enrol their children in such ‘enrichment activities’ for reasons 503 
relating to affordability (Vincent & Ball, 2007) or logistical and geographical barriers 504 
(Dagkas & Stathi, 2007).  Wheeler and Green (2014, p280) suggest that “the embodiment of 505 
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a more diversified form of cultural capital may explain why parents increasingly think it 506 
necessary to be competent in a range of activities, including sport, and consequently that 507 
‘good’ parenting involves opening up different fields to their youngsters as much as they 508 
can”.   509 
The extent of children’s engagement in PA opportunities is influenced by the beliefs 510 
and expectations held by parents and these in turn are greatly influenced by interactions with 511 
socio-economic status and gender (Brustad, 1993).  Our study findings support Bennett et al. 512 
(2012) argument that the differences between children’s engagement in multiple weekly 513 
structured PA are associated with class related conditions, and less so related to parents’ 514 
cultural logics, e.g. what parents valued and regarded as important.  The findings also support 515 
the research of Trost & Loprinzi (2011), with no generalisable association between parents 516 
PA participation (modeling) and children’s PA. 517 
Family structure plays a vital role in shaping children’s dispositions towards PA 518 
(Quarmby & Dagkas, 2012), and families with one resident parent, from lower social class 519 
groupings voiced more challenges in relation to PAP behaviours.   This supports the findings 520 
by Macdonald, Rodger, Ziviani, Jenkins, Batch, & Jones, (2004) which reported family 521 
configuration, and parental work commitments as barriers to engagement in PA by children.  522 
The local environment (location, school, community) presented challenges for parents 523 
to enact PAP practices to support their children’s engagement in PA.  In Ireland, children 524 
access extra-curricular physical activity and sport primarily through schools, national 525 
governing bodies of sport (NGBs) and local sport partnerships (LSPs), adventure centres, and 526 
private clubs (Tannehill, MacPhail, Walsh, & Woods, 2015).  Children’s exposure to such 527 
PA opportunities are dependent on not only what is available in their environment but also on 528 
parent’ ability to accommodate children’s desires.  In this study, limited or non-existent PA 529 
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resources within the community (e.g. playgrounds and swimming pools, lack of variety of 530 
school extra-curricular PA) impacted on parents’ ability to engage with and promote local PA  531 
opportunities.  Where conducive environmental factors exist, e.g. safe roads, cycle paths, 532 
close proximity of school, fun playgrounds, ‘green spaces’ in neighborhoods, children and 533 
parents engage in opportunities to be active together (Bennett, Lutz & Jayaram, 2012) and 534 
children have more opportunities to engage in independent mobility (Barron, 2013). 535 
Consistent with previous research, this study demonstrated a gendered role 536 
involvement of parents, whereby mothers and fathers differed in their PAP practices and 537 
roles.  This finding supports previous evidence that fathers are more likely to engage in co-538 
participation in PA with their children (Beets, Cardinal & Alderman, 2010; Zahara, Sebire 539 
Jago, 2015), and act as a model of sports skill performance (R.M. Telford, Telford, Olive, 540 
Cochrane & Davey, 2016) with mothers playing a larger role in the logistical planning of 541 
children’s PA (Lloyd, Lubans, Plotnikoff, Collins & Morgan, 2014).  This study substantiates 542 
previous findings in the literature that co-activity between fathers and children provides an 543 
opportunity for bonding and a mechanism to enrich the parent-child relationship (Paquette & 544 
Dumont, 2013; Yao & Rhodes, 2015).  Reasons for fathers engagement in their children’s PA 545 
and sport has been linked to fathers’ sense of competence and confidence in such roles and 546 
allows them to participate in raising children in ways that are consistent with traditional ideas 547 
about masculinity and widely accepted in society (Coakley, 2006).  Given this evidence, a 548 
rationale exists to target fathers as agents-of-change to improve PA participation of children 549 
(Morgan et al., 2018), and consequentially their own PA levels.  It is concerning that parents 550 
co-participated differently in PA with their sons and daughters. The gender differential 551 
between mothers and fathers perception of their roles in their children’s PA may contribute to 552 
the gender differential between boys and girls PA participation rates, though this requires 553 
further investigation. 554 
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   555 
Conclusion      556 
The findings from this study support existing evidence that parents significantly invest in 557 
socialising and enabling their children to be physically active, principally through co-558 
participation, facilitation, involvement and encouragement behaviours.  While parents are an 559 
essential ingredient for fostering children’s engagement in PA, our study findings indicate 560 
that social class, family context, environmental constraints, and organisational factors 561 
hampered parents’ ability to enact PAP practices.  Social class position was a critical factor in 562 
influencing PAP.   Concerted parental investment in children’s structured PA in middle and 563 
higher social class fractions was linked to a parental belief that investment provided children 564 
with social, psychological and physical benefits, which serve to enhance children’s learning 565 
and development.  566 
The National Physical Activity Plan for Ireland (2016) advocates for community-wide 567 
PA programmes and partnerships that are focused on children and families to enable Irish 568 
population groups to meet the PA recommended guidelines for health.  If the family is being 569 
highlighted as a possible change agent, then there must be a coherent PA policy for Irish 570 
families.  Future research should continue to explore PAP practices from parent and child 571 
perspectives in a bid to ensure the realities for those parenting and growing up in Ireland are 572 
captured and addressed.  The role of the Irish father and mother in PAP should be examined 573 
to ensure that future family level interventions and community led programmes are 574 
effectively informed.     575 
It is evident from this research that PAP factors do not work in isolation but interact 576 
with each other in complex patterns.  PAP practices, though not difficult to categorise, can be 577 
difficult to enact by parents who are bound by the constraints of their social and 578 
environmental contexts.  Given that the family has been identified as a crucial factor in 579 
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supporting and by association determining children’s PA, there is a need to provide a space 580 
which encourages all stakeholders to appreciate their respective roles and responsibilities.  As 581 
such, future PA policies should be encouraged to embrace the family unit as a strong 582 
advocate for children’s PA. 583 
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